The idea of using natural or artificial substances to prevent or reverse 'putrefaction of wounds' is a very old one, and has been known since the start of history. Thus, the ancient Egyptians used myrrh (from Commiphora spp.) and frankincense (from Boswellia spp.), the Assyrians anticipated Paul Ehrlich by several centuries by introducing arsenic. The use of mercury, pioneered by the Arabs for syphilis and championed by Paracelsus, lasted from the 16th to the early 20th century. Moses was advised to treat leprosy with hyssop (Leviticus, Ch. 14) and the Good Samaritan disinfected the wounds of his assaulted fellow traveller by pouring in oil and wine (Luke, Ch. 11). The Romans dressed wounds with spider's webs dipped in honey and also observed that keeping drinking water in silver vessels prevented the spread of dysentery through their troops. Finally, mouldy bread often yields a growth of Penicillium spp. Thus it could be speculated that the practice of applying mouldy bread to wounds was effective by virtue of antibiotic production.
Plants were a rich source of antimicrobial substances. Beside the examples already mentioned, cinchona bark was first used in Peru to combat malaria, and ipecacuanha was found to be effective for amoebic dysentery. The famous British herbalist Culpepper (1826) 
